The importance of the foco theory in Cuba's foreign policy throughout the I96os until Guevara's death cannot be overemphasised.
As Jorge I. Domfnguez pointed out in his book, To Make a World Safe for Revolution, it became the guiding principle of Cuba's international organisations such as the Organisation of Latin American Solidarity (OLAS) and Tricontinental, both of which sought to combat Cuba's isolation.9 The Guevarista line also served as a medium by which Cuban communism stood in clear contradistinction from the Marxism-Leninism of the Soviet Union as it advocated the primacy of subjective conditions, the ability to speed up history, not to mention its mocking attitude of detente. In addition, as Edward Gonzalez argues, the Cuban Revolution's strong following in Latin America increased the value of Cuba as an ally to the Soviet Union, multiplying the island's worth several fold in Moscow. 10 The Cuban Revolution caused shock waves that resonated throughout the hemisphere, qualifying 95 9 as the watershed date in the history of the armed Latin American left, or as Castafieda appropriately labels the year, the 'Cuban Crucible'.1 While it is undoubtedly true that the left's overall following increased as a result of Castro's victory, at the same time it became increasingly sectarian and divided.12 Among the Latin American [I]n many respects, it may be said that the last quarter century of United States foreign policy toward Latin America has consisted essentially of defeating the threat, the legacy, the legend of Ernesto 'Che' Guevara -the most important martyr of revolutionary struggle in Latin America in the twentieth century,17 Che Guevara's writings on guerrilla warfare found a receptive audience not only in Latin America, but throughout the world. In the United States, during the I96os, several groups went beyond simply quoting Che Guevara, as Stokely Carmichael often did, and put his theory into practice. The 'Weathermen' during their 'Days of Rage' in Chicago legitimised their actions through Guevara's doctrine of dividing United States forces through the creation of 'one, two, three ... many Vietnams'. Further, the Black Panthers operated a guerrilla training centre in Cuba, and, as leader Eldrige Cleaver commented, seriously considered adopting the foco theory: 'Trained and equipped forces would be dropped into the mountain areas of North America. The plan here was to have small mobile units that could shift easily in and out of rural areas, living off the land, and tying up thousands of troops in fruitless pursuit.'18
The analysis in this article of the emergence and evolution of the foco theory will follow a rather simple method: the primary writings of Guevara, Regis Debray, and to a lesser extent Fidel Castro will be examined as they appeared chronologically, while placing them in their According to Guevara, insurgent activities of the llano not only failed to remove Batista from power, but in turn made the armed struggle even more difficult for the sierra.
After In two separate interviews in April 19 59, Guevara began to describe the Revolution, somewhat cautiously, along class lines by denouncing those sectors of the national bourgeoisie who opposed changes, such as agrarian reform.37 According to Ramm, however, Guevara continued to deny that the Cuban Revolution 'was a class revolution, its only enemies were those who opposed land reform -latifundistas and the reactionary bourgeoisie'.38 Guevara specifically identified the reactionary bourgeoisie and did not condemn the bourgeoisie in general. These two interviews reflect a noticeable shift in Guevara's thought from recognition of the role of the bourgeoisie in the revolution to regarding them as neither an ally nor an enemy in the post-insurrectionary stage. Later, he would identify the bourgeoisie as an obstacle to the construction of socialism.
Again, these changes serve as an index to national politics. In April, the July 26 Movement accused the PSP of bourgeois tendencies and collaboration with Batista.39 Guevara apparently anticipated the 604 Matt D. Childs severely weakening bourgeoisie representation in the revolutionary government.41 By early I960 the fidelistas firmly controlled all the important positions of power, ready to radicalise the Revolution. In this increasingly radical environment, where the sierra held government positions they both did and did not deserve, Guevara wrote Guerrilla Warfare.
Guerrilla Warfare42
From the first page of the first chapter of Guerrilla Warfare Guevara clearly spells out the fundamental lessons of the Cuban Revolution. The minimum number with which it is possible to initiate a guerrilla war can be mentioned. In my opinion, considering the normal desertions and weakness in spite of the rigorous process of selection, there should be a nucleus of 30 to 50 men; this figure is sufficient to initiate an armed fight in any country of the Americas with their conditions of favourable territory for operations, hunger for land, repeated attacks upon justice, etc.45
The above quote clearly draws from the sierra experience and does not account for the important role played by urban groups. He then explains that the guerrilla will be supplied internally by the peasants, not giving credit to the essential role Frank Pais and the Santiago July In March I960, Guevara spoke on television and affirmed that for Cuba to be politically sovereign, she would have to be economically independent from the metropolises, specifically the United States.54 According to Guevara, Cuba would have to break free from her colonial economic structure of providing raw materials and dependence on sugar exports in order to be politically independent. Although many agreed with Guevara's economic plan of diversification, several within the government, both Guevara's speech, in which he neither labelled the revolution socialist nor claimed that it was not socialist, reflected contemporary politics and expediency. Che developed a masterful compromise:
[I]s the Cuba Revolution communist? Some will wishfully state this is so, or that it is moving in that direction. Others, perhaps feeling disappointed, will also answer in the affirmative, and still others with disappointment will think that this is not a communist revolution. Others, still hoping, will answer no. And if someone asks me if this Revolution before your eyes is a communist revolution, I would reply (leaving aside all the accusations made by imperialism and the colonial powers who try to bring confusion to everything) that we realize that this revolution, if it happens to be Marxist -and listen carefully, I say Marxist -is thus because it discovered by its own means the path that Marx pointed out.
[emphasis added]62
The dominant theme of the speech, clearly indicated in the above quote, is that the truths of Marxism are not understood solely from studying Marx; rather, they can be naturally discovered through the revolutionary process. Not only is this statement interesting because of its claim of the natural discovery of Marxism, but the audience was made up of students. It can be deduced that Che was indirectly mocking those who simply studied Marx and did not put his ideas into practice.
The speech could very easily be placed in the category of 'Marxianisation' of the foco; nonetheless, I believe it has important reference for the 'sierraisation' of the foco. Guevara advocated going beyond simply studying Marx by making an existential commitment to revolutionary action. Guevara implied that because the guerrillas were not as versed in Marxism as the PSP, the Cuban Revolution occurred. Thus, as a result of subjective conditions, the foco brought about the Cuban Revolution and, in the process, discovered the 'path that Marx pointed 60 'Sierraisation' of the foco, in summary, defines the process whereby the sierra members of the armed struggle played an increasingly elevated role in thefoco theory. This phenomenon resembled a similar tempo in national politics, and at times, was even a part of it. Guevara's unfavourable perception of the bourgeoisie in the armed struggle deprived the llano of an important role in the overall struggle. In addition, Che's notion of the natural discovery of Marxism through armed struggle reinforced and justified his contention that military action precedes political action; the former crystallised the latter. In the following two sections it becomes increasingly difficult to draw similarities between changes in the foco theory and national politics. The primary explanation for this difficulty is that Cuban politics is notably less dynamic and volatile as a result of the fidelistas' consolidation of power. The frightened bourgeoisie is faced with a terrible choice: submission to foreign capital or destruction by domestic popular forces. This dilemma has been accentuated by the Cuban revolution; through the polarization created by its example, the only alternative left is to sell out. When this takes place, when the pact is sanctioned, the domestic revolutionary forces ally themselves with the most powerful international reactionary forces, and the peaceful development of social revolution is prevented.84 Guevara claimed the very example of the Cuban Revolution changed the overall revolutionary strategy for Latin America, preventing an alliance with the national bourgeoisie. As a result, the revolution would now take on a more pronounced class structure. Guevara also declared that the Latin American revolution would be socialist and thereby alienated progressive, yet anti-communist, members of the opposition.
Guevara's frequent criticisms of the national bourgeoisie and communist parties in Latin America, in addition to the restructuring of the Cuban government after the 'Escalante Affair', are reflected in Guevara's prologue to El Partido Marxista-Leninista. The work takes considerable liberty in describing the differences between the sierra and the llano during the revolutionary war.85
There was within the revolutionary movement a series of contradictions which we call the sierra and llano which manifested themselves in diametrically different analyses of the elements considered fundamental to decide armed struggle... the 6 6 Matt D. Childs and reflected a case of limited pluralism. However, with Guevara making statements that the struggle in the llano resulted in the 'embourgeoisement' of the revolution and describing the national bourgeoisie as 'weak', the position of moral incentives was strengthened. In the end, moral incentives triumphed in the 'Great Debate', with Castro advocating Guevara's position in I966.91
In September 1963, Guevara wrote, 'Guerrilla Warfare: A Method', which can be considered a preface to the second edition of Guerrilla Warfare since it repeated and confirmed the three lessons of the earlier work.92 He made, however, two important changes. First, Che dropped the democratic corollary, previously discussed, which served to check the development of guerrilla insurgencies. He now argued: 'We should not allow "democracy" to be utilised apologetically to represent the dictatorship of the exploiting classes.'93 Previously, in Guerrilla Warfare, Guevara claimed that democracy 'fraudulent or not' caused 'the guerrilla outbreak' to 'not be promoted, since the possibilities of peaceful struggle have not been exhausted'.94 Once Cuban politics became Marxist, it was only natural for Guevara to dismiss democracy as an obviation for armed struggle. For if Che continued to regard democracy as the effective preventive measure to counter guerrilla warfare, he would be indirectly claiming the impossibility of revolutionary conditions in democratic political systems, and further, dismissing the role of objective capitalist exploitation and subjective commitment to revolutionary action which are paramount in all Marxist revolutionary theorists.
The second point, primary emphasis of the article, and a nuance in his writings, is the desired polarisation of society into well defined classes from which a socialist revolution would be waged:
The equilibrium between oligarchic dictatorship and the popular pressure must be changed. The dictatorship tries to function without resorting to force. Thus, we must try to oblige the dictatorship to resort to violence, thereby unmasking its true nature as the dictatorship of the reactionary social classes. This event will deepen the struggle to such an extent that there will be no retreat from it. The performance of the people's forces depends on the task of forcing the dictatorship to a decision -to retreat or unleash the struggle.95
Once class antagonisms were fully developed, the guerrilla war would ensue and after victory society would already be ready for the construction of socialism. The language, flavour, and frequent citations of Lenin, Marx and Engels all represent a distinct tone not present in Guerrilla Warfare. The Cuban Revolution has before it a task of much greater relevance: to create a second or a third Vietnam.... What a luminous, near future would be visible to us if two, three or many Vietnams appeared throughout the world with their to challenge the dictatorship through armed struggle -they were also forced to modify profoundly the tactical, strategic, and political implications offoquisimo in order to prevail. First, only armed struggle proved sufficient to overthrow Somoza, ... but only protracted warfare combined with years of political organization and mobilization brought thefoco's aspirations to fruition. Second, this mobilization required the incorporation of significant numbers of entrepreneurs, clerics, workers, and traditional political elites to oust the dictator. Third, even this political-military alliance would likely have failed without extensive assistance from foreign nations.... Finally, as in Cuba, the withdrawal of U.S. support from the Nicaraguan dictatorship allowed domestic civil opposition to coalesce around the less numerous FSLN cadres and defeat Somoza.127
Thus, moving beyond a foquista analysis, the Nicaraguan Revolution demonstrates remarkable similarities with the actual Cuban Revolution. It was not until the FSLN challenged the foco theory that they had any success in the revolutionary struggle. When they finally developed a strategy resembling the actual Cuban Revolution, Somoza seemed to fall as rapidly and mysteriously as Batista. In the end, then, the triumph of the Nicaraguan Revolution through its changes in the foco theory points out the fundamental error's of Guevara's strategy.
In summary, a close examination of the emergence and evolution of the foco theory juxtaposed to Cuban politics demonstrates it was not formulated in a theoretical vacuum. Rather, there existed an apparent discourse between Cuban politics and the evolution of the foco theory.
Changes made to the theory served to strengthen the veterans of the sierra vis-a-vis the llano, i.e. 'old Communists', during the first years of the revolutionary government. Since thefoco theory gave considerable weight to subjective conditions and the sierra in the armed struggle, it served to legitimise the fidelista centrality in the Cuban political apparatus. The broad changes made to the foco theory, which I have categorised as 'sierraisation 960-2', 'Marxianisation 962-5 ', and 'internationalisation I965-7', reflect the main thrust of Cuban politics and its leaders during these years. Indeed, the above labels could easily be applied to the economic, social and political policies of the i96os as well. After all, policy, theory and the like are constructed at a specific time for a specific reason -illuminating current political realities and the partiality of the authors. Examining the emergence of ideas, programmes and actions in a discourse manner, unearths a wealth of historical information buried just below the surface.
